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From interaction with their peers to the instruction and correction that they receive at home,
children interpret their experience from a worldview that seeks to answer their fundamental
questions: Who am I? What do I exist for? Where can I find joy? We need to provide our children
with a consistent, persuasive, biblical framework for understanding the world God has made and
their place in it. Instructing a Child's Heart is essential to Shepherding a Child's Heart. The
instruction that you provide for them not only informs their mind; it is directed to persuading their
hearts of the wisdom and truthfulness of God s ways. Impress truth on the hearts of your
children, not to control or manage them, but to point them to the greatest joy and happiness that
they can experience delighting in God and the goodness of his ways.
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Instructing a Child's HeartTedd Margy TrippPublished:2011Dedicated to the memory of Margy’s
parentsReverend Carl R. Ellenberger (1919–2000)and to Mrs. Eva Ellenberger (1919–
2009),whose dedicated service to Christand constant prayer for theirchildren, grandchildren,and
great grandchildrenexemplify the spirit and message of this bookContentsPrefacePart 1: The
Call to Formative Instruction1: Life Is a Classroom2: Five Goals for Formative Instruction3: The
Call to Formative InstructionPart 2: Introduction to Formative Instruction4: Three Principles for
Communicating Formative Instruction5: Getting to the Heart of Behavior6: The Sowing and
Reaping Principle of Scripture7: Authority Is God’s Plan8: Giving Children a Vision for the Glory
of God9: Wisdom and Foolishness10: Complete in Christ11: The Importance of the ChurchPart
3: Application of Formative Instruction12: Getting from Behavior to the Heart13: Corrective
Discipline—Applying the Sowing and Reaping Principle of Scripture14: Communication15: The
Centrality of the GospelNotesOur MissionInfoPrefaceHow critical is it to provide your children
with a worldview that gives them a framework to understand your instruction and discipline? You
may be surprised that this book is titled Instructing a Child’s Heart. You may ask, “Why not title
the book Instructing a Child’s Mind? Isn’t instruction directed to the mind?”The Importance of the
HeartWe often think of the mind as the reasoning aspect and the heart as the emotional part of a
person. The Bible does not support that idea. The Bible links thought to the heart. When God
sent the Great Flood it was because “every inclination of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only
evil all the time” (Gen. 6:5). Mary, the mother of Jesus, finding herself overwhelmed with all she
had heard concerning her son, “treasured up all these things and pondered them in her
heart” (Lk. 2:19). The power of the word of God is seen in the way “it judges the thoughts and
attitudes of the heart” (Heb. 4:12).The Bible ascribes reasoning and thinking to the heart
because the heart is the center of one’s being. The heart is where we think, grieve, rejoice, love,
hate, desire, fear, pray, and so forth. “The heart is the wellspring of life” (Prov. 4:23).The
Importance of InstructionInstructing a child’s heart is not simply transferring data from parent to
child. It is impressing the heart with truth. Solomon gives this kind of instruction when he says,
“My son, if your heart is wise, then my heart will be glad; my inmost being will rejoice when your
lips speak what is right. Do not let your heart envy sinners, but always be zealous for the fear of
the LORD. There is surely a future hope for you, and your hope will not be cut off. Listen, my son,
and be wise, and keep your heart on the right path” (Prov. 23:15–19). Solomon appeals to his
son’s heart.Expectations of a Child Rearing BookMoms and dads are looking for tips and ideas
that have immediate application to their children. Parents have a “top ten” list of problems they
would like to know how to solve. Parents want practical help, “Just tell me what to do when. . . , or
tell me what to say when . . .”You need more than tips and ideas; you need solid biblical truth.
Even if we could script conversations and put well-chosen words into your mouth, it would not
meet your needs. You would quickly get beyond our script and run out of words. Each interaction
within a family has its own unique set of circumstances and personalities. Because God has



made human beings and their world complex, there aren’t simple formulas that can be applied to
our parenting. If all you have are tips and strategies, you will get beyond your fund of knowledge.
Your greatest need is to understand deep truths from the Bible. Solid parenting skills are built on
solid truth.Organization of the BookWe have organized this book into three major sections. The
first looks at the call to formative instruction. This portion looks at formative instruction with a
wide lens. In the second section we zero in on more specific topics. The truths discussed in this
section must be the substance of formative instruction for your child. It will include chapters on
the importance of the heart, sowing and reaping, God’s plan for authority, the glory of God,
wisdom and foolishness, how we are complete in Christ and the importance of the church. This
is lifesaving formative instruction.The third section focuses on the application of formative
instruction. Practical “how to” instruction for correction, discipline and motivation will help make
the connection between formative instruction and corrective discipline. This section will include
chapters on subjects such as consequences, getting from behavior to the heart and
communication basics for corrective discipline. All corrective interventions must focus on the
good news of the gospel. We want our children to see the forgiving, tranforming, empowering
grace of Jesus Christ in the gospel.Instructing a child’s heart is essential to shepherding a child’s
heart. The instruction that you provide not only informs the mind; it is directed to persuading the
heart of the wisdom and truthfulness of God’s ways. We should impress truth on the hearts of
our children, not to control or manage them, but to point them to the greatest joy and happiness
that they can experience—delighting in God and the goodness of his ways.Margy and Tedd
TrippAugust 2006PART ONEThe Call to Formative InstructionCHAPTER 1Life Is a
ClassroomLife is a classroom. It truly is. Teaching and learning are in process twenty-four hours
a day. Here’s the danger! In the absence of biblical formative instruction, secular formative
instructors take over. Our hearts are easily captivated by the hollow and deceptive philosophies
of a godless culture (Col. 2:8). The majority culture interprets life through unregenerate eyes and
promotes its conclusions through various means, from advertising to education. It is like the air
you breathe; you breathe it in without noticing it! So do your children! The formative instruction of
our secular culture is a frightening reality. How can parents compete with the world for the minds
and hearts of their children?Two Fundamental AnswersFirst, we must identify the enemy and
acknowledge his troop strength (see 1 Pet. 5:8). I use a war analogy because God says we’re
engaged in a battle (Eph. 6:11–12). The battle is inside us (Jas. 4:1) and outside of us (Eph.
6:12). Christians must take time to identify their spiritual enemies and to assess the enemy’s
power and influence. Failure to do so places us in spiritual peril. Often, sincere Christians feed
and house the enemy (the secular culture) and feel they can somehow contain its influence on
their family. They realize too late the pronouncement of James 4:4 that, “Friendship with the
world is hatred toward God,” and, “Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an
enemy of God.” We cannot invite the secular culture into our homes and expect its voice not to
be compelling to us or our children.Second, we must become skilled at using biblical formative
instruction as an offensive and defensive weapon against the enemy of our children’s souls



(Eph. 6:10–17 and 1 Pet. 5:8). We are responsible to guard our children against the wicked
formative instruction of the world. Formative instruction gives children principles and absolutes
by which to live—hooks to hang life on. Will they be our hooks or the majority culture’s hooks?In
Proverbs Solomon repeatedly warned his sons to avoid bad counsel and to take his wise
counsel. His teaching has two aspects. First he expounded on the danger of following the
example of the ungodly. “My son, when sinners entice you . . .” (Prov. 1:10). Then he encourages
his sons to pursue the path of life. “Let the wise listen, and add to their learning” (Prov. 1:5). In
this chapter, we will begin by looking at the constant formative instruction of the secular culture.
Secular culture is powerful and cannot be quarantined. We must understand the overwhelming
shaping force of secular culture in order to undertake formative instruction. Romans 12:2 gives
us a good outline. Identify the enemy. “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but
be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Provide biblical formative instruction. “Then you
will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”The
glorious reality is this—As we battle, we are assured of eternal victory because of a Savior who
has already vanquished the foe. Our faltering but determined and confident use of his battle
strategy and weaponry will win the day (1 Cor. 15:57–58 and 1 Pet. 5:9–10).Identify the
EnemyWho Instructs in Our Majority Culture?The secular culture we live in understands the
need to saturate us with its message. Let’s consider these powerful mediators of values.
Celebrities from every entertainment medium tell us how to act. “Experts” instruct us about how
to live, regardless of our interest or need. Electronic media socializes our culture. Television,
cinema, the print media and cyberspace broadcast their values. It’s tailor-made for each
generation—whether you’re two, twelve, thirty-two, or sixty-five. The advertisers know what
appeals to their target audience!Advertisers repeat their message. They know that it will take
more than one exposure for their message to be absorbed. If it didn’t need repetition, they would
create quick and inexpensive ads that aired only once. Advertisers want you to memorize their
jingles so that you remember them when you are facing the wall of available products, trying to
decide which one to buy! The world gets it! Shaping ideas requires long-term interaction with
long-range goals and 100 percent saturation.What do They Teach?It’s the same message for
every generation—but slickly tailored to the hot buttons of each. The underlying message is ME!
I deserve . . . , I want . . . , I will be happy if . . . , I can’t live without . . . These messengers tell us
and our children how to think about life, themselves, other people and God.Talk show
entertainers schmooze adults into emotional and unprincipled views of everything from
relationships to ethics. Affluence, self-indulgence, and physical, emotional and financial security
are promoted as the right and privilege of the mature. Advertising whets our appetite for the ease
and comforts we crave and “plastic” opens the door to ownership.The majority culture has taught
our children that authority and traditional values are repulsive. With each generation, children
demand bigger incentives to cooperate with authority. Sports heroes and movie stars
underscore the message. Advertising offers meaning, identity and pleasure through clothing,
new experiences, cars and “stuff.”All the material things huckstered by the world give our



children inordinate sensual appetites that can never satisfy creatures who were created for God.
These inordinate appetites cheapen their experience of life and lead them away from God.I was
recently talking to a Russian woman who showed me a picture of her daughter in Belarus. She
was wearing tight blue jeans and a vest with a bare midriff. She would pass for any cool
American teenager. Why? Because the same culture-shapers sell in Belarus as in any American
city—and the culture-shapers are strong. They cross all boundaries of geography and
language.Ironically, cynicism reigns in the majority culture. Adults are cynical because their
expectations of a successful life have long since been dashed. Even the few who are
“successful” have found it an empty prize. Young people are cynical because their raw and savvy
culture leaves them with no transcendent values, only survival by whatever means serves their
lusts and desires for the moment! They are depressed, restless, critical, argumentative,
unmotivated and unimpressed with previous generations’ successes.The World’s Classroom Is
DeceptiveThe classroom of modern life is the comfortable sofa in the TV room, the iPod, the CD
player and headset, the magazines in the dentist’s office, the car radio, the billboards, the
workplace, the Little League field or dance studio. And the teachers are skilled in crafting the
message to be entertaining, reasonable, appealing and tailor-made for us and our children.
Their curriculum is sophisticated, persuasive and tactile—bent on engaging the idol factories of
our hearts.Does this sound too dramatic or overstated? Look at Psalm 1. God warns us with an
evaluation of the worldly culture. The Psalmist used the “walk, stand, sit” metaphors to describe
our unwitting presence in a daily, godless classroom. The “counsel of the wicked,” “the way of
sinners” and “the seat of mockers” identify the teachers and their methods and message. Verses
4 to 6 declare their sad end. “They are like chaff that the wind blows away. Therefore the wicked
will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous. . . . the way of the
wicked will perish.”Provide Biblical Formative InstructionThe Importance of Parental Formative
InstructionThe life classroom is constant, compelling and comprehensive. The same is true of
our homes as well. They are environments where our children are constantly learning.Not only
that, but we are always teaching our children. Our every response, whether it is instruction or
silence, teaches. Our behavior and our love teach. But in addition to that natural process, God
calls us to instruct our children about what to believe, how to think from the Scriptures, and how
to live. In this book we will call that deliberate teaching “formative instruction.” Formative
instruction “forms” or “shapes” our children. It is not a single event, but a lifetime of interaction
that is based on God’s revelation. We are promised that our teaching will bear fruit in our
children’s lives (Prov. 22:6).We must actively teach our children, and live the reality, that God
defines life. He tells and shows us the truth about what is valuable, what is worth living and dying
for, what is worth doing and being, and what gives our lives significance. Rather than simply
fixing short-term problems, we parents must have a vision for formative instruction from infancy
to adulthood.These realities are summed up in Matthew 22:37–39: “Love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. . . . Love your neighbor as yourself.”
What does that love for God and others look and sound like? Where do I find wisdom, direction,



stamina and the ability to overcome my sinful nature, and to love God and others? The answer is
in God’s revelation—his instruction to man. The Bible is our curriculum for formative instruction.
Christ is our example of how to live the Bible.God Has SpokenGod’s Word teaches us how to
understand all human knowledge and experience in the light of his existence and his
involvement in our world. This sets biblical instruction apart from both the immoral perversion of
the modern day and the humanistic worldview that is traditional, time-honored and well-
heeled.Our objective when we teach our children is not simply to ensure, by some venerable or
socially accepted child rearing method, that our children are not criminals, or that they “do well.”
Rather, our desire is that they should love the Lord their God with all their heart, soul and mind.
Therefore, formative instruction must be rooted in Scripture, not in what Dr. Phil and Dr. Laura
advise, or what Parents magazine recommends or even what the pediatrician tells us to
do.Parents Must SpeakAs parents, it is our divinely appointed task to commend God’s works to
the next generation (Ps. 145:4). We are to proclaim God’s truth—not our own ideas. We get a
sense of the importance of God’s words in Deuteronomy 32:46–47, “Take to heart all the words I
have solemnly declared to you this day, so that you may command your children to obey
carefully all the words of this law. . . . They are not just idle words for you—they are your
life” (emphasis author’s).The Scriptures teach repeatedly that God’s Word alone provides truth
that can bring life to the hearer. Our words must echo this. But they must not only echo word for
word. A mere echo could have a hollow ring, as it did for the Pharisees. These life-giving words
must be processed, applied and taught with love, so that our children learn how to put that word
into practice in their circumstances. Scripture teaches that parents’ words carry weight because
they are messengers of the living God. Our very lives express God’s Word as well. Christ’s
physical presence in our world showed us what God was like, because Christ said, “He who has
seen me has seen the Father” (Jn. 14:9). When we speak and live the words of God, we too
speak and live with authority (see 1 Pet. 4:11).Honor for God, respect for authority, respect for
others, and a gracious and productive atmosphere in our homes will be some of the blessings of
biblical formative instruction. Modern homes can be the shelter where dignity, loyalty to family
values and standards are kept, helping our children to face the world and its challenges each
day. Parenting is not just child-care. We can have a vision for formative instruction that will
transform our homes and communities.Many parents feel like they are victims of hostile and
alien forces that have invaded their homes through MTV, VH1, video game hardware and
software. Their children have interests, a vocabulary, and values—an entire culture that they, the
parents, know nothing about.I have asked concerned parents, “How did your child afford a video
game, a TV, and computer for their bedroom?”“Oh, he didn’t buy it; I bought it for him.”“You
bought it for him and now you are upset with him because he uses it?”We must be discerning
about the entertainment we provide. We may be inviting unwelcome guests who become difficult
to evict.Formative Instruction and Discipline Are Not the Same ThingDon’t confuse formative
instruction with corrective discipline. Formative instruction should be happening all the time.
Discipline should be applied only when behavior needs to be corrected. If the only time we



instruct is when our children need discipline, our children will not listen to our instruction for fear
of the discipline. They will also interpret discipline through the culture’s view of discipline—as
abusive, dictatorial, a violation of personal rights, archaic and fanatic.Our formative instruction
must teach that discipline is part of God’s essential way for parents to provide protection,
direction, safety and blessing to children. Discipline alone is not adequate instruction. Corrective
discipline is understood when it is founded on effective biblical formative instruction. Corrective
discipline without adequate formative instruction sows seeds of confusion and rebellion in
children.A Treasure—Not a Baseball BatBeware! Do not use the Scriptures to beat up your
children! “Fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath” (Eph. 6:4). If you beat up your children
with God’s Word, they will shrink from it when they are young and flee from it when they live
independently. We must pay attention to our children and be sensitive to them in order to know
when we are beating up our children verbally.How do you think of the Bible? Is it law,
condemnation, warning, guilt, threats and judgment? Or is it God’s merciful and gracious
revelation for fallen, broken humanity? The Bible provides in God-inspired, rich literary textures,
the story of creation, the Fall, the incarnation, redemption and hope through the life and death of
Jesus Christ, and a glorious second coming of Jesus to establish the new heavens and the new
earth.We must teach our children to love the Scriptures. We must teach the promises along with
the warnings. We must teach the perfect sacrifice of Christ for sin along with the description of
our sinfulness. We must let our children hear how God’s law is sweeter than honey from the
honeycomb. By it we are warned, and by keeping it there is great reward (Ps. 19:10–11). The
most effective way to teach our children to love the Scripture is to love it ourselves. They will see
us longing to read it, hear it and understand it, and learn that it is valuable.CHAPTER 2Five
Goals for Formative InstructionAs we engage our children with formative instruction we must
have the big picture in mind. The following five perspectives are important to keep in mind as we
undertake formative instruction.• Remember Scripture is our personal history• Develop godly
habits• Apply Scripture to life• Model spiritual vitality• Grow into a mature relationship with your
childrenKeeping these five perspectives or goals in focus will give energy and shape to our
formative instruction.Scripture Is Our Personal HistoryIn Deuteronomy 6:20–25, Moses
challenged the people of Israel to follow God by recalling God’s provision. His words carried
weight because the Israelites knew their history and the God who revealed himself to Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. Israel’s history rehearsed over and over again who God was and what he had
done for them. They read, recited, sang, chanted, and memorized their history. Their dietary
laws protected them from the diseases suffered by other nations, so even their foods were
reminders of God’s covenantal protection and provision. This culture-shaping revelation from
God gave Israel clear identity and purpose in the midst of the circumstances they faced.The
same is true for us. God has revealed himself to us in the Scriptures, telling us who we are and
why we were created. Scripture is our history. Creation, Fall, and Redemption are the context for
understanding life. Our children cannot understand why they are in this world, how sin has
affected them, and how redemption restores what sin has destroyed, apart from their spiritual



history.Imagine a counselor hearing a counselee’s life problems and then charging ahead with
advice, before asking questions to understand the background and circumstances of the
counselee’s life. The counsel given may have good content, but it will lack depth, and lasting
help will be elusive. The same is true when we instruct our children without giving them the
context of their history.The Scripture teaches us much about the world we live in. It teaches us
that God created the world. The Scripture teaches us about God’s people in the past and how
God’s redemptive promise of Genesis 3:15 has been unfolding over the centuries. But Scripture
teaches much more. Scripture is history that tells us about ourselves.This revelation isn’t just
about distant physical and spiritual relatives—it’s about each of us by name. Let that truth wash
over you with all its implications and power. Bathe our children in that truth. Otherwise, the
Bible’s prophecies, provisions, promises, and pronouncements will not motivate our speech and
behavior. And our children will treat the Bible like a news story.Here’s what I mean. We may feel
enthused by some act of heroism on the evening news and even remark how great it is to hear
that occasional acts of valor still break into this bleak world. But think of the family loyalty
inspired by personal attachment to the hero, and the pride and emulation it would engender. The
sad and hopeless plight of the starving in a distant land may stir our compassion and create in
us a purpose to respond some time by some means. But think of the restlessness and untiring
effort we would expend if it was a family member caught in famine or catastrophic
misfortune.What a difference perspective makes! The faith, hope, and confidence of heroes of
faith in the Bible and church history are born of personal identity with God’s revelation. They saw
themselves in God’s unfolding story. Christ’s glorious kingdom and the struggles of the unseen
world of spiritual reality must be as real and urgent to our children and us as the stories gossiped
about at our family reunions. The protagonists in the Bible narratives must be as accessible to
our minds and hearts as Grandma, Sister Sue, and Uncle Bill. Then who God is and what he has
done will be a significant element in our instruction and discipline! We must learn this first in our
own lives. David says in Psalm 34:8–11, “Taste and see that the LORD is good; blessed is the
man who takes refuge in him. Fear the LORD, you his saints, for those who fear him lack nothing.
The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who seek the LORD lack no good thing.” Then
teach it to our children. “Come, my children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the LORD.”
Scripture is not only about God’s people of old—it’s about us and our children. The Bible is our
family album.Do you want your children to be bold and courageous? Bring David the shepherd
boy to life, facing the lion and the bear as God’s preparation for defying Goliath. The story of
David is not only a Bible story. It is part of our children’s history because David is their older
brother in the faith. His courage is a model for our children’s courage and faith as they face their
battles.Let me briefly outline our history. The beginning of Genesis describes how God created
the universe. Then creation was spoiled by the Fall. Man’s only hope for redemption is through
God’s provision in his Son.The history books of the Bible underscore and illustrate our need for
a Savior. The narratives show God’s faithfulness to us. They remind us of the blessings and
curses of the covenant. They trace the genealogy of the promised Redeemer. They provide the



historical backdrop for the ministry of the prophets.The books of poetry chronicle vivid personal
experiences of knowing God in the context of life’s joys, sorrows, troubles, and afflictions. The
writers express the fear of the Lord while responding to life’s challenges. They contrast wisdom
and foolishness and furnish us with the powerful tools for receiving the Word of the Lord and
communicating it to our children.The books of prophecy pronounce judgment on Israel for
straying. Woven into the message of judgment is God’s plan for deliverance because of his
mercy. The prophets powerfully illustrate true repentance and restoration.The Gospels are
dramatic. The life of Christ unfolds all the promises, types, and shadows of the Old Testament
and demonstrates the authenticity of God’s revelation. He is powerful bringing all things to pass!
The Messiah comes in time and space to fulfill all righteousness.The Epistles interpret and apply
the ministry of the Redeemer promised in Genesis 3:15.Christ is the heart of the Scriptures. He
is there as the creative Word in Genesis, and as the exalted Savior in Revelation. Revelation 1
through 20 record God’s power in keeping the church safe through persecution. Chapters 21
and 22 prophesy God bringing everything to the glorious end of exalting Christ before the
nations, as he brings judgment on all created things and establishes his glorious and eternal
kingdom.We must show our children the vital connection between the powerful story of
redemption in the Scriptures and their daily experience. The instruction we give them will only
make sense in the context of the story of the Scriptures that tells them who they are and about
the God who made them and offers them redemption.You and your children live on the
continuum between creation and the new heavens and the new earth. Your experience of the
sensory world can only be understood and interpreted by its place in God’s redemptive history.
Only Scripture can make sense of your life experience. Humanism is hollow and unsatisfying in
light of biblical truth. Only God’s word can bring true comfort. Man’s sentimental words are like
Band-Aids on gaping wounds. Only the Bible holds lasting counsel that will not disappoint or turn
us out of his way. A primary goal in instruction must be to show your children who God is and
what he has done—to show them their story in the pages of Scripture. Make the Bible your
family album, not someone else’s story. The Bible is not about “them” and “then,” but “us” and
“now.”Teach Children to Develop Godly HabitsThe second goal is to teach our children to
develop habits of life that reflect truth. Early instruction results in patterns that are resistant to
change—whether good or bad! “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will
not turn from it” (Prov. 22:6).Young children hear and heed instruction that is graciously firm and
authoritative, but also fairly represents the boundaries the parents establish. When children live
without a clear, consistent presentation of biblical reality, their sinful nature will read and interpret
reality for them. Their hearts will cut a path that satisfies their lusts and desires to serve
themselves.Early instruction that interprets life experiences, and challenges heart attitudes and
responses with righteous words, prepares the soil of the heart for the plowing of the Holy Spirit.
Paul recognizes the power of this process in the life of Timothy. Timothy’s spiritual life was tied to
early training in the Scriptures described in 2 Timothy 1:5 and 3:14–15:I have been reminded of
your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am



persuaded, now lives in you also. But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have
become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy
you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith
in Christ Jesus.The training qualities of Scripture are richly described in the familiar words of 2
Timothy 3:16–17. “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting
and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every
good work.”David’s devotion to God as a young man is understood as he describes the path of
purity, “How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word. I seek you
with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands. I have hidden your word in my heart
that I might not sin against you. Praise be to you, O LORD; teach me your decrees. With my lips I
recount all the laws that come from your mouth. I rejoice in following your statutes as one
rejoices in great riches. I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways. I delight in your
decrees; I will not neglect your word” (Ps. 119:9–16).You want your children to develop the habit
of prayer during times of temptation. Imagine a four-year-old who becomes angry with siblings
over every offense, real or imagined. You want to accomplish more than adjudicating the conflict
of the day. You want him to turn to God in prayer when he is tempted to be angry.Have this
conversation with him in the morning.“Today you may be tempted to be angry with your sister.
When you are tempted, I want you to come to Mommy and I will help you pray to God for grace.
God can help you when you are tempted to be angry.”If your young child can learn to come to
you to lead him to the throne of grace to find mercy and help in his time of need (Heb. 4:16), he
will learn how to go there himself in the years to come.Apply Scripture to Everyday LifeChildren
need instruction to apply Scripture to issues of authority, obedience, conflict resolution, and God-
given roles in relationships. Everyday life affords scores of opportunities to connect Scripture to
life—from lost book-bags to broken friendships and poor test grades. Scores of training
opportunities evaporate without notice as we hurry through our days thinking that devotional
time with our children is enough. Our responses to the circumstances and crises of everyday life
make our theology real.Bible stories glow with illustrations of children whose knowledge of
Scripture translated into obedient, bold action. David’s words to Saul sound naïve and childish in
the face of the Philistine army and the terrifying threats of Goliath, “Let no one lose heart on
account of this Philistine; your servant will go and fight him” (1 Sam. 17:32). But David’s spiritual
life and experience as a boy shepherd resounds with his right to speak. “But David said to Saul,
‘Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a
sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth . . . Your
servant has killed both the lion and the bear . . . The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the
lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine’” (1 Sam. 17:34–
37).David’s courageous speech to Saul and the ensuing challenge to Goliath did not spring from
foolhardy boyhood fantasy. David believed in God’s power and authority. The God who brought
Israel out of Egypt was the same God who delivered him from the bear and the lion. His
confidence came from facing the bear, crying out to God for help, and knowing God’s



deliverance. Saul looked at Goliath and Goliath looked big; God and his promises looked small.
David looked at Goliath and the Philistine horde with the history of Israel and his own dangerous
encounters looming in his mind. He applied what he knew to be true about God and his
promises. As a result, God looked big beside the finite and earthbound giant. “You come against
me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty,
the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day the LORD will hand you over to
me . . . All those gathered here will know that it is not by sword or spear that the LORD saves; for
the battle is the Lord’s, and he will give all of you into our hands” (1 Sam. 17:45–47).Recount for
your children the Bible stories of other young people who applied scriptural truth to the events in
their lives. Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego (Dan. 3); Daniel (Dan. 1:8-21; ch. 6); Esther; the little
servant girl in Naaman’s house (2 Kings 5:1-15); and Miriam, as she approached Pharaoh’s
daughter (Ex. 2)—all these young people had courage and conviction because of training in the
Scriptures. They applied the truth they had recited and sung about to the events in their lives,
and that truth dictated their choices.Model Spiritual Vitality for Our ChildrenThe surest way to
teach children to apply God’s truth to life’s circumstances is to model it for them. Parenting that
exhibits a vital relationship with God in all the joys and storms of life is irresistible to children and
young people. Conversely, the surest way to harden our children’s hearts to God and his ways is
“having a form of godliness but denying its power” (2 Tim. 3:5).Our homes are the laboratory of
life for our children. They will believe that Christian faith is the genuine article if we know God—
not just know about God. As children grow to young adulthood in our churches, they are
searching desperately for a faith that has the warmth and vitality of close relationship with the
living God, and the sure footing of sound doctrine that will stand the storms of life. Relationship
with God is the passionate assurance that the Sovereign God of the Bible can be known by his
people in all the experiences of life. Our relationship with God will beckon our children to draw
near to him as their source of comfort and rest.Grow into a Mature Relationship with Your
ChildrenStrive to grow into a mutual relationship of living and working together for Christ’s
kingdom. The Christian life is lived in a community. Throughout redemptive history God’s people
have witnessed God’s awesome deeds and gloried together in his protection and provision.
Future generations are also in view. We must have the same sense of expectation as we talk of
God’s faithfulness and provision for our physical family and our spiritual family—that we will work
together to proclaim Christ’s kingdom until he comes. Joshua declares this expectation in
chapter 24:15, “But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.”The same themes are
in the Psalms. Psalm 48:12–14 tells us, “Walk about Zion, go around her, count her towers,
consider well her ramparts, view her citadels, that you may tell of them to the next generation.
For this God is our God for ever and ever; he will be our guide even to the end.”Psalm 78:3–7
reminds us, “What our fathers have told us. We will not hide them from their children; we will tell
the next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his power, and the wonders he has
done. He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he commanded our
forefathers to teach their children, so the next generation would know them, even the children



yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. Then they would put their trust in God
and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands.”In the next chapter we will
examine the primary template in the Bible for understanding this calling—Deuteronomy
6.CHAPTER 3The Call to Formative InstructionWe were on a family vacation in California. My
four-year-old son and I were in a boat going through Disneyland’s “Pirates of the Caribbean”
amusement ride. As bombs appeared to be exploding and water was splashing all around us, he
turned to me and asked, “Daddy, is this real or is this pretend?” He was doing a reality check. “If
this is real I’m going to be scared to death. If it is just pretend, I can relax and enjoy the
ride.”Interpreting reality for our children is important. The call to formative instruction is a call to
provide our children with a grid for interpreting and responding to reality.Definition of Formative
InstructionFormative instruction is teaching that “forms” our children. It enables them to root life
in God’s revelation in the Bible. It provides a culture for our children, a culture that is distinctly
Christian. It shows our children the glory and excellence of God. It helps them understand the
dignity of mankind as God’s image bearers. It provides a way of interpreting life through the
redemptive story of God, who reconciles people to himself.Formative instruction is “before the
problem” instruction. Its focus is interpreting and responding to life in biblical ways. It is both
planned and unplanned. Family worship, for example, is planned to bring rich biblical truth to our
children. But there are also many unplanned opportunities for formative instruction in the ebb
and flow of daily living. As life catches us unexpectedly, our responses are formative instruction
for our children. Our faith in God in the face of trials, our love and compassion for others, our
forgiving and kind spirit, our confidence in the power of the gospel, our hope in grace—all
breathe life into our formative instruction.Instructing a Child's HeartTedd Margy
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InstructionPart 2: Introduction to Formative Instruction4: Three Principles for Communicating
Formative Instruction5: Getting to the Heart of Behavior6: The Sowing and Reaping Principle of
Scripture7: Authority Is God’s Plan8: Giving Children a Vision for the Glory of God9: Wisdom and
Foolishness10: Complete in Christ11: The Importance of the ChurchPart 3: Application of
Formative Instruction12: Getting from Behavior to the Heart13: Corrective Discipline—Applying
the Sowing and Reaping Principle of Scripture14: Communication15: The Centrality of the
GospelNotesOur MissionInfoPrefaceHow critical is it to provide your children with a worldview
that gives them a framework to understand your instruction and discipline? You may be
surprised that this book is titled Instructing a Child’s Heart. You may ask, “Why not title the book
Instructing a Child’s Mind? Isn’t instruction directed to the mind?”The Importance of the
HeartWe often think of the mind as the reasoning aspect and the heart as the emotional part of a
person. The Bible does not support that idea. The Bible links thought to the heart. When God
sent the Great Flood it was because “every inclination of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only
evil all the time” (Gen. 6:5). Mary, the mother of Jesus, finding herself overwhelmed with all she
had heard concerning her son, “treasured up all these things and pondered them in her
heart” (Lk. 2:19). The power of the word of God is seen in the way “it judges the thoughts and
attitudes of the heart” (Heb. 4:12).The Bible ascribes reasoning and thinking to the heart
because the heart is the center of one’s being. The heart is where we think, grieve, rejoice, love,
hate, desire, fear, pray, and so forth. “The heart is the wellspring of life” (Prov. 4:23).The
Importance of InstructionInstructing a child’s heart is not simply transferring data from parent to
child. It is impressing the heart with truth. Solomon gives this kind of instruction when he says,
“My son, if your heart is wise, then my heart will be glad; my inmost being will rejoice when your
lips speak what is right. Do not let your heart envy sinners, but always be zealous for the fear of
the LORD. There is surely a future hope for you, and your hope will not be cut off. Listen, my son,
and be wise, and keep your heart on the right path” (Prov. 23:15–19). Solomon appeals to his
son’s heart.Expectations of a Child Rearing BookMoms and dads are looking for tips and ideas
that have immediate application to their children. Parents have a “top ten” list of problems they
would like to know how to solve. Parents want practical help, “Just tell me what to do when. . . , or
tell me what to say when . . .”You need more than tips and ideas; you need solid biblical truth.
Even if we could script conversations and put well-chosen words into your mouth, it would not
meet your needs. You would quickly get beyond our script and run out of words. Each interaction
within a family has its own unique set of circumstances and personalities. Because God has
made human beings and their world complex, there aren’t simple formulas that can be applied to
our parenting. If all you have are tips and strategies, you will get beyond your fund of knowledge.
Your greatest need is to understand deep truths from the Bible. Solid parenting skills are built on
solid truth.Organization of the BookWe have organized this book into three major sections. The
first looks at the call to formative instruction. This portion looks at formative instruction with a
wide lens. In the second section we zero in on more specific topics. The truths discussed in this
section must be the substance of formative instruction for your child. It will include chapters on



the importance of the heart, sowing and reaping, God’s plan for authority, the glory of God,
wisdom and foolishness, how we are complete in Christ and the importance of the church. This
is lifesaving formative instruction.The third section focuses on the application of formative
instruction. Practical “how to” instruction for correction, discipline and motivation will help make
the connection between formative instruction and corrective discipline. This section will include
chapters on subjects such as consequences, getting from behavior to the heart and
communication basics for corrective discipline. All corrective interventions must focus on the
good news of the gospel. We want our children to see the forgiving, tranforming, empowering
grace of Jesus Christ in the gospel.Instructing a child’s heart is essential to shepherding a child’s
heart. The instruction that you provide not only informs the mind; it is directed to persuading the
heart of the wisdom and truthfulness of God’s ways. We should impress truth on the hearts of
our children, not to control or manage them, but to point them to the greatest joy and happiness
that they can experience—delighting in God and the goodness of his ways.Margy and Tedd
TrippAugust 2006PrefaceHow critical is it to provide your children with a worldview that gives
them a framework to understand your instruction and discipline? You may be surprised that this
book is titled Instructing a Child’s Heart. You may ask, “Why not title the book Instructing a
Child’s Mind? Isn’t instruction directed to the mind?”The Importance of the HeartWe often think
of the mind as the reasoning aspect and the heart as the emotional part of a person. The Bible
does not support that idea. The Bible links thought to the heart. When God sent the Great Flood
it was because “every inclination of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only evil all the time” (Gen.
6:5). Mary, the mother of Jesus, finding herself overwhelmed with all she had heard concerning
her son, “treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart” (Lk. 2:19). The power of
the word of God is seen in the way “it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart” (Heb.
4:12).The Bible ascribes reasoning and thinking to the heart because the heart is the center of
one’s being. The heart is where we think, grieve, rejoice, love, hate, desire, fear, pray, and so
forth. “The heart is the wellspring of life” (Prov. 4:23).The Importance of InstructionInstructing a
child’s heart is not simply transferring data from parent to child. It is impressing the heart with
truth. Solomon gives this kind of instruction when he says, “My son, if your heart is wise, then my
heart will be glad; my inmost being will rejoice when your lips speak what is right. Do not let your
heart envy sinners, but always be zealous for the fear of the LORD. There is surely a future hope
for you, and your hope will not be cut off. Listen, my son, and be wise, and keep your heart on
the right path” (Prov. 23:15–19). Solomon appeals to his son’s heart.Expectations of a Child
Rearing BookMoms and dads are looking for tips and ideas that have immediate application to
their children. Parents have a “top ten” list of problems they would like to know how to solve.
Parents want practical help, “Just tell me what to do when. . . , or tell me what to say when . . .”You
need more than tips and ideas; you need solid biblical truth. Even if we could script
conversations and put well-chosen words into your mouth, it would not meet your needs. You
would quickly get beyond our script and run out of words. Each interaction within a family has its
own unique set of circumstances and personalities. Because God has made human beings and



their world complex, there aren’t simple formulas that can be applied to our parenting. If all you
have are tips and strategies, you will get beyond your fund of knowledge. Your greatest need is
to understand deep truths from the Bible. Solid parenting skills are built on solid
truth.Organization of the BookWe have organized this book into three major sections. The first
looks at the call to formative instruction. This portion looks at formative instruction with a wide
lens. In the second section we zero in on more specific topics. The truths discussed in this
section must be the substance of formative instruction for your child. It will include chapters on
the importance of the heart, sowing and reaping, God’s plan for authority, the glory of God,
wisdom and foolishness, how we are complete in Christ and the importance of the church. This
is lifesaving formative instruction.The third section focuses on the application of formative
instruction. Practical “how to” instruction for correction, discipline and motivation will help make
the connection between formative instruction and corrective discipline. This section will include
chapters on subjects such as consequences, getting from behavior to the heart and
communication basics for corrective discipline. All corrective interventions must focus on the
good news of the gospel. We want our children to see the forgiving, tranforming, empowering
grace of Jesus Christ in the gospel.Instructing a child’s heart is essential to shepherding a child’s
heart. The instruction that you provide not only informs the mind; it is directed to persuading the
heart of the wisdom and truthfulness of God’s ways. We should impress truth on the hearts of
our children, not to control or manage them, but to point them to the greatest joy and happiness
that they can experience—delighting in God and the goodness of his ways.Margy and Tedd
TrippAugust 2006PART ONEThe Call to Formative InstructionPART ONEThe Call to Formative
InstructionCHAPTER 1Life Is a ClassroomLife is a classroom. It truly is. Teaching and learning
are in process twenty-four hours a day. Here’s the danger! In the absence of biblical formative
instruction, secular formative instructors take over. Our hearts are easily captivated by the hollow
and deceptive philosophies of a godless culture (Col. 2:8). The majority culture interprets life
through unregenerate eyes and promotes its conclusions through various means, from
advertising to education. It is like the air you breathe; you breathe it in without noticing it! So do
your children! The formative instruction of our secular culture is a frightening reality. How can
parents compete with the world for the minds and hearts of their children?Two Fundamental
AnswersFirst, we must identify the enemy and acknowledge his troop strength (see 1 Pet. 5:8). I
use a war analogy because God says we’re engaged in a battle (Eph. 6:11–12). The battle is
inside us (Jas. 4:1) and outside of us (Eph. 6:12). Christians must take time to identify their
spiritual enemies and to assess the enemy’s power and influence. Failure to do so places us in
spiritual peril. Often, sincere Christians feed and house the enemy (the secular culture) and feel
they can somehow contain its influence on their family. They realize too late the pronouncement
of James 4:4 that, “Friendship with the world is hatred toward God,” and, “Anyone who chooses
to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God.” We cannot invite the secular culture into
our homes and expect its voice not to be compelling to us or our children.Second, we must
become skilled at using biblical formative instruction as an offensive and defensive weapon



against the enemy of our children’s souls (Eph. 6:10–17 and 1 Pet. 5:8). We are responsible to
guard our children against the wicked formative instruction of the world. Formative instruction
gives children principles and absolutes by which to live—hooks to hang life on. Will they be our
hooks or the majority culture’s hooks?In Proverbs Solomon repeatedly warned his sons to avoid
bad counsel and to take his wise counsel. His teaching has two aspects. First he expounded on
the danger of following the example of the ungodly. “My son, when sinners entice you . . .” (Prov.
1:10). Then he encourages his sons to pursue the path of life. “Let the wise listen, and add to
their learning” (Prov. 1:5). In this chapter, we will begin by looking at the constant formative
instruction of the secular culture. Secular culture is powerful and cannot be quarantined. We
must understand the overwhelming shaping force of secular culture in order to undertake
formative instruction. Romans 12:2 gives us a good outline. Identify the enemy. “Do not conform
any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Provide
biblical formative instruction. “Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his
good, pleasing and perfect will.”The glorious reality is this—As we battle, we are assured of
eternal victory because of a Savior who has already vanquished the foe. Our faltering but
determined and confident use of his battle strategy and weaponry will win the day (1 Cor. 15:57–
58 and 1 Pet. 5:9–10).Identify the EnemyWho Instructs in Our Majority Culture?The secular
culture we live in understands the need to saturate us with its message. Let’s consider these
powerful mediators of values. Celebrities from every entertainment medium tell us how to act.
“Experts” instruct us about how to live, regardless of our interest or need. Electronic media
socializes our culture. Television, cinema, the print media and cyberspace broadcast their
values. It’s tailor-made for each generation—whether you’re two, twelve, thirty-two, or sixty-five.
The advertisers know what appeals to their target audience!Advertisers repeat their message.
They know that it will take more than one exposure for their message to be absorbed. If it didn’t
need repetition, they would create quick and inexpensive ads that aired only once. Advertisers
want you to memorize their jingles so that you remember them when you are facing the wall of
available products, trying to decide which one to buy! The world gets it! Shaping ideas requires
long-term interaction with long-range goals and 100 percent saturation.What do They Teach?It’s
the same message for every generation—but slickly tailored to the hot buttons of each. The
underlying message is ME! I deserve . . . , I want . . . , I will be happy if . . . , I can’t live without . . .
These messengers tell us and our children how to think about life, themselves, other people and
God.Talk show entertainers schmooze adults into emotional and unprincipled views of
everything from relationships to ethics. Affluence, self-indulgence, and physical, emotional and
financial security are promoted as the right and privilege of the mature. Advertising whets our
appetite for the ease and comforts we crave and “plastic” opens the door to ownership.The
majority culture has taught our children that authority and traditional values are repulsive. With
each generation, children demand bigger incentives to cooperate with authority. Sports heroes
and movie stars underscore the message. Advertising offers meaning, identity and pleasure
through clothing, new experiences, cars and “stuff.”All the material things huckstered by the



world give our children inordinate sensual appetites that can never satisfy creatures who were
created for God. These inordinate appetites cheapen their experience of life and lead them away
from God.I was recently talking to a Russian woman who showed me a picture of her daughter in
Belarus. She was wearing tight blue jeans and a vest with a bare midriff. She would pass for any
cool American teenager. Why? Because the same culture-shapers sell in Belarus as in any
American city—and the culture-shapers are strong. They cross all boundaries of geography and
language.Ironically, cynicism reigns in the majority culture. Adults are cynical because their
expectations of a successful life have long since been dashed. Even the few who are
“successful” have found it an empty prize. Young people are cynical because their raw and savvy
culture leaves them with no transcendent values, only survival by whatever means serves their
lusts and desires for the moment! They are depressed, restless, critical, argumentative,
unmotivated and unimpressed with previous generations’ successes.The World’s Classroom Is
DeceptiveThe classroom of modern life is the comfortable sofa in the TV room, the iPod, the CD
player and headset, the magazines in the dentist’s office, the car radio, the billboards, the
workplace, the Little League field or dance studio. And the teachers are skilled in crafting the
message to be entertaining, reasonable, appealing and tailor-made for us and our children.
Their curriculum is sophisticated, persuasive and tactile—bent on engaging the idol factories of
our hearts.Does this sound too dramatic or overstated? Look at Psalm 1. God warns us with an
evaluation of the worldly culture. The Psalmist used the “walk, stand, sit” metaphors to describe
our unwitting presence in a daily, godless classroom. The “counsel of the wicked,” “the way of
sinners” and “the seat of mockers” identify the teachers and their methods and message. Verses
4 to 6 declare their sad end. “They are like chaff that the wind blows away. Therefore the wicked
will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous. . . . the way of the
wicked will perish.”Provide Biblical Formative InstructionThe Importance of Parental Formative
InstructionThe life classroom is constant, compelling and comprehensive. The same is true of
our homes as well. They are environments where our children are constantly learning.Not only
that, but we are always teaching our children. Our every response, whether it is instruction or
silence, teaches. Our behavior and our love teach. But in addition to that natural process, God
calls us to instruct our children about what to believe, how to think from the Scriptures, and how
to live. In this book we will call that deliberate teaching “formative instruction.” Formative
instruction “forms” or “shapes” our children. It is not a single event, but a lifetime of interaction
that is based on God’s revelation. We are promised that our teaching will bear fruit in our
children’s lives (Prov. 22:6).We must actively teach our children, and live the reality, that God
defines life. He tells and shows us the truth about what is valuable, what is worth living and dying
for, what is worth doing and being, and what gives our lives significance. Rather than simply
fixing short-term problems, we parents must have a vision for formative instruction from infancy
to adulthood.These realities are summed up in Matthew 22:37–39: “Love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. . . . Love your neighbor as yourself.”
What does that love for God and others look and sound like? Where do I find wisdom, direction,



stamina and the ability to overcome my sinful nature, and to love God and others? The answer is
in God’s revelation—his instruction to man. The Bible is our curriculum for formative instruction.
Christ is our example of how to live the Bible.God Has SpokenGod’s Word teaches us how to
understand all human knowledge and experience in the light of his existence and his
involvement in our world. This sets biblical instruction apart from both the immoral perversion of
the modern day and the humanistic worldview that is traditional, time-honored and well-
heeled.Our objective when we teach our children is not simply to ensure, by some venerable or
socially accepted child rearing method, that our children are not criminals, or that they “do well.”
Rather, our desire is that they should love the Lord their God with all their heart, soul and mind.
Therefore, formative instruction must be rooted in Scripture, not in what Dr. Phil and Dr. Laura
advise, or what Parents magazine recommends or even what the pediatrician tells us to
do.Parents Must SpeakAs parents, it is our divinely appointed task to commend God’s works to
the next generation (Ps. 145:4). We are to proclaim God’s truth—not our own ideas. We get a
sense of the importance of God’s words in Deuteronomy 32:46–47, “Take to heart all the words I
have solemnly declared to you this day, so that you may command your children to obey
carefully all the words of this law. . . . They are not just idle words for you—they are your
life” (emphasis author’s).The Scriptures teach repeatedly that God’s Word alone provides truth
that can bring life to the hearer. Our words must echo this. But they must not only echo word for
word. A mere echo could have a hollow ring, as it did for the Pharisees. These life-giving words
must be processed, applied and taught with love, so that our children learn how to put that word
into practice in their circumstances. Scripture teaches that parents’ words carry weight because
they are messengers of the living God. Our very lives express God’s Word as well. Christ’s
physical presence in our world showed us what God was like, because Christ said, “He who has
seen me has seen the Father” (Jn. 14:9). When we speak and live the words of God, we too
speak and live with authority (see 1 Pet. 4:11).Honor for God, respect for authority, respect for
others, and a gracious and productive atmosphere in our homes will be some of the blessings of
biblical formative instruction. Modern homes can be the shelter where dignity, loyalty to family
values and standards are kept, helping our children to face the world and its challenges each
day. Parenting is not just child-care. We can have a vision for formative instruction that will
transform our homes and communities.Many parents feel like they are victims of hostile and
alien forces that have invaded their homes through MTV, VH1, video game hardware and
software. Their children have interests, a vocabulary, and values—an entire culture that they, the
parents, know nothing about.I have asked concerned parents, “How did your child afford a video
game, a TV, and computer for their bedroom?”“Oh, he didn’t buy it; I bought it for him.”“You
bought it for him and now you are upset with him because he uses it?”We must be discerning
about the entertainment we provide. We may be inviting unwelcome guests who become difficult
to evict.Formative Instruction and Discipline Are Not the Same ThingDon’t confuse formative
instruction with corrective discipline. Formative instruction should be happening all the time.
Discipline should be applied only when behavior needs to be corrected. If the only time we



instruct is when our children need discipline, our children will not listen to our instruction for fear
of the discipline. They will also interpret discipline through the culture’s view of discipline—as
abusive, dictatorial, a violation of personal rights, archaic and fanatic.Our formative instruction
must teach that discipline is part of God’s essential way for parents to provide protection,
direction, safety and blessing to children. Discipline alone is not adequate instruction. Corrective
discipline is understood when it is founded on effective biblical formative instruction. Corrective
discipline without adequate formative instruction sows seeds of confusion and rebellion in
children.A Treasure—Not a Baseball BatBeware! Do not use the Scriptures to beat up your
children! “Fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath” (Eph. 6:4). If you beat up your children
with God’s Word, they will shrink from it when they are young and flee from it when they live
independently. We must pay attention to our children and be sensitive to them in order to know
when we are beating up our children verbally.How do you think of the Bible? Is it law,
condemnation, warning, guilt, threats and judgment? Or is it God’s merciful and gracious
revelation for fallen, broken humanity? The Bible provides in God-inspired, rich literary textures,
the story of creation, the Fall, the incarnation, redemption and hope through the life and death of
Jesus Christ, and a glorious second coming of Jesus to establish the new heavens and the new
earth.We must teach our children to love the Scriptures. We must teach the promises along with
the warnings. We must teach the perfect sacrifice of Christ for sin along with the description of
our sinfulness. We must let our children hear how God’s law is sweeter than honey from the
honeycomb. By it we are warned, and by keeping it there is great reward (Ps. 19:10–11). The
most effective way to teach our children to love the Scripture is to love it ourselves. They will see
us longing to read it, hear it and understand it, and learn that it is valuable.CHAPTER 1Life Is a
ClassroomLife is a classroom. It truly is. Teaching and learning are in process twenty-four hours
a day. Here’s the danger! In the absence of biblical formative instruction, secular formative
instructors take over. Our hearts are easily captivated by the hollow and deceptive philosophies
of a godless culture (Col. 2:8). The majority culture interprets life through unregenerate eyes and
promotes its conclusions through various means, from advertising to education. It is like the air
you breathe; you breathe it in without noticing it! So do your children! The formative instruction of
our secular culture is a frightening reality. How can parents compete with the world for the minds
and hearts of their children?Two Fundamental AnswersFirst, we must identify the enemy and
acknowledge his troop strength (see 1 Pet. 5:8). I use a war analogy because God says we’re
engaged in a battle (Eph. 6:11–12). The battle is inside us (Jas. 4:1) and outside of us (Eph.
6:12). Christians must take time to identify their spiritual enemies and to assess the enemy’s
power and influence. Failure to do so places us in spiritual peril. Often, sincere Christians feed
and house the enemy (the secular culture) and feel they can somehow contain its influence on
their family. They realize too late the pronouncement of James 4:4 that, “Friendship with the
world is hatred toward God,” and, “Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an
enemy of God.” We cannot invite the secular culture into our homes and expect its voice not to
be compelling to us or our children.Second, we must become skilled at using biblical formative



instruction as an offensive and defensive weapon against the enemy of our children’s souls
(Eph. 6:10–17 and 1 Pet. 5:8). We are responsible to guard our children against the wicked
formative instruction of the world. Formative instruction gives children principles and absolutes
by which to live—hooks to hang life on. Will they be our hooks or the majority culture’s hooks?In
Proverbs Solomon repeatedly warned his sons to avoid bad counsel and to take his wise
counsel. His teaching has two aspects. First he expounded on the danger of following the
example of the ungodly. “My son, when sinners entice you . . .” (Prov. 1:10). Then he encourages
his sons to pursue the path of life. “Let the wise listen, and add to their learning” (Prov. 1:5). In
this chapter, we will begin by looking at the constant formative instruction of the secular culture.
Secular culture is powerful and cannot be quarantined. We must understand the overwhelming
shaping force of secular culture in order to undertake formative instruction. Romans 12:2 gives
us a good outline. Identify the enemy. “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but
be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Provide biblical formative instruction. “Then you
will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”The
glorious reality is this—As we battle, we are assured of eternal victory because of a Savior who
has already vanquished the foe. Our faltering but determined and confident use of his battle
strategy and weaponry will win the day (1 Cor. 15:57–58 and 1 Pet. 5:9–10).Identify the
EnemyWho Instructs in Our Majority Culture?The secular culture we live in understands the
need to saturate us with its message. Let’s consider these powerful mediators of values.
Celebrities from every entertainment medium tell us how to act. “Experts” instruct us about how
to live, regardless of our interest or need. Electronic media socializes our culture. Television,
cinema, the print media and cyberspace broadcast their values. It’s tailor-made for each
generation—whether you’re two, twelve, thirty-two, or sixty-five. The advertisers know what
appeals to their target audience!Advertisers repeat their message. They know that it will take
more than one exposure for their message to be absorbed. If it didn’t need repetition, they would
create quick and inexpensive ads that aired only once. Advertisers want you to memorize their
jingles so that you remember them when you are facing the wall of available products, trying to
decide which one to buy! The world gets it! Shaping ideas requires long-term interaction with
long-range goals and 100 percent saturation.What do They Teach?It’s the same message for
every generation—but slickly tailored to the hot buttons of each. The underlying message is ME!
I deserve . . . , I want . . . , I will be happy if . . . , I can’t live without . . . These messengers tell us
and our children how to think about life, themselves, other people and God.Talk show
entertainers schmooze adults into emotional and unprincipled views of everything from
relationships to ethics. Affluence, self-indulgence, and physical, emotional and financial security
are promoted as the right and privilege of the mature. Advertising whets our appetite for the ease
and comforts we crave and “plastic” opens the door to ownership.The majority culture has taught
our children that authority and traditional values are repulsive. With each generation, children
demand bigger incentives to cooperate with authority. Sports heroes and movie stars
underscore the message. Advertising offers meaning, identity and pleasure through clothing,



new experiences, cars and “stuff.”All the material things huckstered by the world give our
children inordinate sensual appetites that can never satisfy creatures who were created for God.
These inordinate appetites cheapen their experience of life and lead them away from God.I was
recently talking to a Russian woman who showed me a picture of her daughter in Belarus. She
was wearing tight blue jeans and a vest with a bare midriff. She would pass for any cool
American teenager. Why? Because the same culture-shapers sell in Belarus as in any American
city—and the culture-shapers are strong. They cross all boundaries of geography and
language.Ironically, cynicism reigns in the majority culture. Adults are cynical because their
expectations of a successful life have long since been dashed. Even the few who are
“successful” have found it an empty prize. Young people are cynical because their raw and savvy
culture leaves them with no transcendent values, only survival by whatever means serves their
lusts and desires for the moment! They are depressed, restless, critical, argumentative,
unmotivated and unimpressed with previous generations’ successes.The World’s Classroom Is
DeceptiveThe classroom of modern life is the comfortable sofa in the TV room, the iPod, the CD
player and headset, the magazines in the dentist’s office, the car radio, the billboards, the
workplace, the Little League field or dance studio. And the teachers are skilled in crafting the
message to be entertaining, reasonable, appealing and tailor-made for us and our children.
Their curriculum is sophisticated, persuasive and tactile—bent on engaging the idol factories of
our hearts.Does this sound too dramatic or overstated? Look at Psalm 1. God warns us with an
evaluation of the worldly culture. The Psalmist used the “walk, stand, sit” metaphors to describe
our unwitting presence in a daily, godless classroom. The “counsel of the wicked,” “the way of
sinners” and “the seat of mockers” identify the teachers and their methods and message. Verses
4 to 6 declare their sad end. “They are like chaff that the wind blows away. Therefore the wicked
will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous. . . . the way of the
wicked will perish.”Provide Biblical Formative InstructionThe Importance of Parental Formative
InstructionThe life classroom is constant, compelling and comprehensive. The same is true of
our homes as well. They are environments where our children are constantly learning.Not only
that, but we are always teaching our children. Our every response, whether it is instruction or
silence, teaches. Our behavior and our love teach. But in addition to that natural process, God
calls us to instruct our children about what to believe, how to think from the Scriptures, and how
to live. In this book we will call that deliberate teaching “formative instruction.” Formative
instruction “forms” or “shapes” our children. It is not a single event, but a lifetime of interaction
that is based on God’s revelation. We are promised that our teaching will bear fruit in our
children’s lives (Prov. 22:6).We must actively teach our children, and live the reality, that God
defines life. He tells and shows us the truth about what is valuable, what is worth living and dying
for, what is worth doing and being, and what gives our lives significance. Rather than simply
fixing short-term problems, we parents must have a vision for formative instruction from infancy
to adulthood.These realities are summed up in Matthew 22:37–39: “Love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. . . . Love your neighbor as yourself.”



What does that love for God and others look and sound like? Where do I find wisdom, direction,
stamina and the ability to overcome my sinful nature, and to love God and others? The answer is
in God’s revelation—his instruction to man. The Bible is our curriculum for formative instruction.
Christ is our example of how to live the Bible.God Has SpokenGod’s Word teaches us how to
understand all human knowledge and experience in the light of his existence and his
involvement in our world. This sets biblical instruction apart from both the immoral perversion of
the modern day and the humanistic worldview that is traditional, time-honored and well-
heeled.Our objective when we teach our children is not simply to ensure, by some venerable or
socially accepted child rearing method, that our children are not criminals, or that they “do well.”
Rather, our desire is that they should love the Lord their God with all their heart, soul and mind.
Therefore, formative instruction must be rooted in Scripture, not in what Dr. Phil and Dr. Laura
advise, or what Parents magazine recommends or even what the pediatrician tells us to
do.Parents Must SpeakAs parents, it is our divinely appointed task to commend God’s works to
the next generation (Ps. 145:4). We are to proclaim God’s truth—not our own ideas. We get a
sense of the importance of God’s words in Deuteronomy 32:46–47, “Take to heart all the words I
have solemnly declared to you this day, so that you may command your children to obey
carefully all the words of this law. . . . They are not just idle words for you—they are your
life” (emphasis author’s).The Scriptures teach repeatedly that God’s Word alone provides truth
that can bring life to the hearer. Our words must echo this. But they must not only echo word for
word. A mere echo could have a hollow ring, as it did for the Pharisees. These life-giving words
must be processed, applied and taught with love, so that our children learn how to put that word
into practice in their circumstances. Scripture teaches that parents’ words carry weight because
they are messengers of the living God. Our very lives express God’s Word as well. Christ’s
physical presence in our world showed us what God was like, because Christ said, “He who has
seen me has seen the Father” (Jn. 14:9). When we speak and live the words of God, we too
speak and live with authority (see 1 Pet. 4:11).Honor for God, respect for authority, respect for
others, and a gracious and productive atmosphere in our homes will be some of the blessings of
biblical formative instruction. Modern homes can be the shelter where dignity, loyalty to family
values and standards are kept, helping our children to face the world and its challenges each
day. Parenting is not just child-care. We can have a vision for formative instruction that will
transform our homes and communities.Many parents feel like they are victims of hostile and
alien forces that have invaded their homes through MTV, VH1, video game hardware and
software. Their children have interests, a vocabulary, and values—an entire culture that they, the
parents, know nothing about.I have asked concerned parents, “How did your child afford a video
game, a TV, and computer for their bedroom?”“Oh, he didn’t buy it; I bought it for him.”“You
bought it for him and now you are upset with him because he uses it?”We must be discerning
about the entertainment we provide. We may be inviting unwelcome guests who become difficult
to evict.Formative Instruction and Discipline Are Not the Same ThingDon’t confuse formative
instruction with corrective discipline. Formative instruction should be happening all the time.



Discipline should be applied only when behavior needs to be corrected. If the only time we
instruct is when our children need discipline, our children will not listen to our instruction for fear
of the discipline. They will also interpret discipline through the culture’s view of discipline—as
abusive, dictatorial, a violation of personal rights, archaic and fanatic.Our formative instruction
must teach that discipline is part of God’s essential way for parents to provide protection,
direction, safety and blessing to children. Discipline alone is not adequate instruction. Corrective
discipline is understood when it is founded on effective biblical formative instruction. Corrective
discipline without adequate formative instruction sows seeds of confusion and rebellion in
children.A Treasure—Not a Baseball BatBeware! Do not use the Scriptures to beat up your
children! “Fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath” (Eph. 6:4). If you beat up your children
with God’s Word, they will shrink from it when they are young and flee from it when they live
independently. We must pay attention to our children and be sensitive to them in order to know
when we are beating up our children verbally.How do you think of the Bible? Is it law,
condemnation, warning, guilt, threats and judgment? Or is it God’s merciful and gracious
revelation for fallen, broken humanity? The Bible provides in God-inspired, rich literary textures,
the story of creation, the Fall, the incarnation, redemption and hope through the life and death of
Jesus Christ, and a glorious second coming of Jesus to establish the new heavens and the new
earth.We must teach our children to love the Scriptures. We must teach the promises along with
the warnings. We must teach the perfect sacrifice of Christ for sin along with the description of
our sinfulness. We must let our children hear how God’s law is sweeter than honey from the
honeycomb. By it we are warned, and by keeping it there is great reward (Ps. 19:10–11). The
most effective way to teach our children to love the Scripture is to love it ourselves. They will see
us longing to read it, hear it and understand it, and learn that it is valuable.CHAPTER 2Five
Goals for Formative InstructionAs we engage our children with formative instruction we must
have the big picture in mind. The following five perspectives are important to keep in mind as we
undertake formative instruction.• Remember Scripture is our personal history• Develop godly
habits• Apply Scripture to life• Model spiritual vitality• Grow into a mature relationship with your
childrenKeeping these five perspectives or goals in focus will give energy and shape to our
formative instruction.Scripture Is Our Personal HistoryIn Deuteronomy 6:20–25, Moses
challenged the people of Israel to follow God by recalling God’s provision. His words carried
weight because the Israelites knew their history and the God who revealed himself to Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. Israel’s history rehearsed over and over again who God was and what he had
done for them. They read, recited, sang, chanted, and memorized their history. Their dietary
laws protected them from the diseases suffered by other nations, so even their foods were
reminders of God’s covenantal protection and provision. This culture-shaping revelation from
God gave Israel clear identity and purpose in the midst of the circumstances they faced.The
same is true for us. God has revealed himself to us in the Scriptures, telling us who we are and
why we were created. Scripture is our history. Creation, Fall, and Redemption are the context for
understanding life. Our children cannot understand why they are in this world, how sin has



affected them, and how redemption restores what sin has destroyed, apart from their spiritual
history.Imagine a counselor hearing a counselee’s life problems and then charging ahead with
advice, before asking questions to understand the background and circumstances of the
counselee’s life. The counsel given may have good content, but it will lack depth, and lasting
help will be elusive. The same is true when we instruct our children without giving them the
context of their history.The Scripture teaches us much about the world we live in. It teaches us
that God created the world. The Scripture teaches us about God’s people in the past and how
God’s redemptive promise of Genesis 3:15 has been unfolding over the centuries. But Scripture
teaches much more. Scripture is history that tells us about ourselves.This revelation isn’t just
about distant physical and spiritual relatives—it’s about each of us by name. Let that truth wash
over you with all its implications and power. Bathe our children in that truth. Otherwise, the
Bible’s prophecies, provisions, promises, and pronouncements will not motivate our speech and
behavior. And our children will treat the Bible like a news story.Here’s what I mean. We may feel
enthused by some act of heroism on the evening news and even remark how great it is to hear
that occasional acts of valor still break into this bleak world. But think of the family loyalty
inspired by personal attachment to the hero, and the pride and emulation it would engender. The
sad and hopeless plight of the starving in a distant land may stir our compassion and create in
us a purpose to respond some time by some means. But think of the restlessness and untiring
effort we would expend if it was a family member caught in famine or catastrophic
misfortune.What a difference perspective makes! The faith, hope, and confidence of heroes of
faith in the Bible and church history are born of personal identity with God’s revelation. They saw
themselves in God’s unfolding story. Christ’s glorious kingdom and the struggles of the unseen
world of spiritual reality must be as real and urgent to our children and us as the stories gossiped
about at our family reunions. The protagonists in the Bible narratives must be as accessible to
our minds and hearts as Grandma, Sister Sue, and Uncle Bill. Then who God is and what he has
done will be a significant element in our instruction and discipline! We must learn this first in our
own lives. David says in Psalm 34:8–11, “Taste and see that the LORD is good; blessed is the
man who takes refuge in him. Fear the LORD, you his saints, for those who fear him lack nothing.
The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who seek the LORD lack no good thing.” Then
teach it to our children. “Come, my children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the LORD.”
Scripture is not only about God’s people of old—it’s about us and our children. The Bible is our
family album.Do you want your children to be bold and courageous? Bring David the shepherd
boy to life, facing the lion and the bear as God’s preparation for defying Goliath. The story of
David is not only a Bible story. It is part of our children’s history because David is their older
brother in the faith. His courage is a model for our children’s courage and faith as they face their
battles.Let me briefly outline our history. The beginning of Genesis describes how God created
the universe. Then creation was spoiled by the Fall. Man’s only hope for redemption is through
God’s provision in his Son.The history books of the Bible underscore and illustrate our need for
a Savior. The narratives show God’s faithfulness to us. They remind us of the blessings and



curses of the covenant. They trace the genealogy of the promised Redeemer. They provide the
historical backdrop for the ministry of the prophets.The books of poetry chronicle vivid personal
experiences of knowing God in the context of life’s joys, sorrows, troubles, and afflictions. The
writers express the fear of the Lord while responding to life’s challenges. They contrast wisdom
and foolishness and furnish us with the powerful tools for receiving the Word of the Lord and
communicating it to our children.The books of prophecy pronounce judgment on Israel for
straying. Woven into the message of judgment is God’s plan for deliverance because of his
mercy. The prophets powerfully illustrate true repentance and restoration.The Gospels are
dramatic. The life of Christ unfolds all the promises, types, and shadows of the Old Testament
and demonstrates the authenticity of God’s revelation. He is powerful bringing all things to pass!
The Messiah comes in time and space to fulfill all righteousness.The Epistles interpret and apply
the ministry of the Redeemer promised in Genesis 3:15.Christ is the heart of the Scriptures. He
is there as the creative Word in Genesis, and as the exalted Savior in Revelation. Revelation 1
through 20 record God’s power in keeping the church safe through persecution. Chapters 21
and 22 prophesy God bringing everything to the glorious end of exalting Christ before the
nations, as he brings judgment on all created things and establishes his glorious and eternal
kingdom.We must show our children the vital connection between the powerful story of
redemption in the Scriptures and their daily experience. The instruction we give them will only
make sense in the context of the story of the Scriptures that tells them who they are and about
the God who made them and offers them redemption.You and your children live on the
continuum between creation and the new heavens and the new earth. Your experience of the
sensory world can only be understood and interpreted by its place in God’s redemptive history.
Only Scripture can make sense of your life experience. Humanism is hollow and unsatisfying in
light of biblical truth. Only God’s word can bring true comfort. Man’s sentimental words are like
Band-Aids on gaping wounds. Only the Bible holds lasting counsel that will not disappoint or turn
us out of his way. A primary goal in instruction must be to show your children who God is and
what he has done—to show them their story in the pages of Scripture. Make the Bible your
family album, not someone else’s story. The Bible is not about “them” and “then,” but “us” and
“now.”Teach Children to Develop Godly HabitsThe second goal is to teach our children to
develop habits of life that reflect truth. Early instruction results in patterns that are resistant to
change—whether good or bad! “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will
not turn from it” (Prov. 22:6).Young children hear and heed instruction that is graciously firm and
authoritative, but also fairly represents the boundaries the parents establish. When children live
without a clear, consistent presentation of biblical reality, their sinful nature will read and interpret
reality for them. Their hearts will cut a path that satisfies their lusts and desires to serve
themselves.Early instruction that interprets life experiences, and challenges heart attitudes and
responses with righteous words, prepares the soil of the heart for the plowing of the Holy Spirit.
Paul recognizes the power of this process in the life of Timothy. Timothy’s spiritual life was tied to
early training in the Scriptures described in 2 Timothy 1:5 and 3:14–15:I have been reminded of



your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am
persuaded, now lives in you also. But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have
become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy
you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith
in Christ Jesus.The training qualities of Scripture are richly described in the familiar words of 2
Timothy 3:16–17. “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting
and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every
good work.”David’s devotion to God as a young man is understood as he describes the path of
purity, “How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word. I seek you
with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands. I have hidden your word in my heart
that I might not sin against you. Praise be to you, O LORD; teach me your decrees. With my lips I
recount all the laws that come from your mouth. I rejoice in following your statutes as one
rejoices in great riches. I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways. I delight in your
decrees; I will not neglect your word” (Ps. 119:9–16).You want your children to develop the habit
of prayer during times of temptation. Imagine a four-year-old who becomes angry with siblings
over every offense, real or imagined. You want to accomplish more than adjudicating the conflict
of the day. You want him to turn to God in prayer when he is tempted to be angry.Have this
conversation with him in the morning.“Today you may be tempted to be angry with your sister.
When you are tempted, I want you to come to Mommy and I will help you pray to God for grace.
God can help you when you are tempted to be angry.”If your young child can learn to come to
you to lead him to the throne of grace to find mercy and help in his time of need (Heb. 4:16), he
will learn how to go there himself in the years to come.Apply Scripture to Everyday LifeChildren
need instruction to apply Scripture to issues of authority, obedience, conflict resolution, and God-
given roles in relationships. Everyday life affords scores of opportunities to connect Scripture to
life—from lost book-bags to broken friendships and poor test grades. Scores of training
opportunities evaporate without notice as we hurry through our days thinking that devotional
time with our children is enough. Our responses to the circumstances and crises of everyday life
make our theology real.Bible stories glow with illustrations of children whose knowledge of
Scripture translated into obedient, bold action. David’s words to Saul sound naïve and childish in
the face of the Philistine army and the terrifying threats of Goliath, “Let no one lose heart on
account of this Philistine; your servant will go and fight him” (1 Sam. 17:32). But David’s spiritual
life and experience as a boy shepherd resounds with his right to speak. “But David said to Saul,
‘Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a
sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth . . . Your
servant has killed both the lion and the bear . . . The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the
lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine’” (1 Sam. 17:34–
37).David’s courageous speech to Saul and the ensuing challenge to Goliath did not spring from
foolhardy boyhood fantasy. David believed in God’s power and authority. The God who brought
Israel out of Egypt was the same God who delivered him from the bear and the lion. His



confidence came from facing the bear, crying out to God for help, and knowing God’s
deliverance. Saul looked at Goliath and Goliath looked big; God and his promises looked small.
David looked at Goliath and the Philistine horde with the history of Israel and his own dangerous
encounters looming in his mind. He applied what he knew to be true about God and his
promises. As a result, God looked big beside the finite and earthbound giant. “You come against
me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty,
the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day the LORD will hand you over to
me . . . All those gathered here will know that it is not by sword or spear that the LORD saves; for
the battle is the Lord’s, and he will give all of you into our hands” (1 Sam. 17:45–47).Recount for
your children the Bible stories of other young people who applied scriptural truth to the events in
their lives. Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego (Dan. 3); Daniel (Dan. 1:8-21; ch. 6); Esther; the little
servant girl in Naaman’s house (2 Kings 5:1-15); and Miriam, as she approached Pharaoh’s
daughter (Ex. 2)—all these young people had courage and conviction because of training in the
Scriptures. They applied the truth they had recited and sung about to the events in their lives,
and that truth dictated their choices.Model Spiritual Vitality for Our ChildrenThe surest way to
teach children to apply God’s truth to life’s circumstances is to model it for them. Parenting that
exhibits a vital relationship with God in all the joys and storms of life is irresistible to children and
young people. Conversely, the surest way to harden our children’s hearts to God and his ways is
“having a form of godliness but denying its power” (2 Tim. 3:5).Our homes are the laboratory of
life for our children. They will believe that Christian faith is the genuine article if we know God—
not just know about God. As children grow to young adulthood in our churches, they are
searching desperately for a faith that has the warmth and vitality of close relationship with the
living God, and the sure footing of sound doctrine that will stand the storms of life. Relationship
with God is the passionate assurance that the Sovereign God of the Bible can be known by his
people in all the experiences of life. Our relationship with God will beckon our children to draw
near to him as their source of comfort and rest.Grow into a Mature Relationship with Your
ChildrenStrive to grow into a mutual relationship of living and working together for Christ’s
kingdom. The Christian life is lived in a community. Throughout redemptive history God’s people
have witnessed God’s awesome deeds and gloried together in his protection and provision.
Future generations are also in view. We must have the same sense of expectation as we talk of
God’s faithfulness and provision for our physical family and our spiritual family—that we will work
together to proclaim Christ’s kingdom until he comes. Joshua declares this expectation in
chapter 24:15, “But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.”The same themes are
in the Psalms. Psalm 48:12–14 tells us, “Walk about Zion, go around her, count her towers,
consider well her ramparts, view her citadels, that you may tell of them to the next generation.
For this God is our God for ever and ever; he will be our guide even to the end.”Psalm 78:3–7
reminds us, “What our fathers have told us. We will not hide them from their children; we will tell
the next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his power, and the wonders he has
done. He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he commanded our



forefathers to teach their children, so the next generation would know them, even the children
yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. Then they would put their trust in God
and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands.”In the next chapter we will
examine the primary template in the Bible for understanding this calling—Deuteronomy
6.CHAPTER 2Five Goals for Formative InstructionAs we engage our children with formative
instruction we must have the big picture in mind. The following five perspectives are important to
keep in mind as we undertake formative instruction.• Remember Scripture is our personal
history• Develop godly habits• Apply Scripture to life• Model spiritual vitality• Grow into a mature
relationship with your childrenKeeping these five perspectives or goals in focus will give energy
and shape to our formative instruction.Scripture Is Our Personal HistoryIn Deuteronomy 6:20–
25, Moses challenged the people of Israel to follow God by recalling God’s provision. His words
carried weight because the Israelites knew their history and the God who revealed himself to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Israel’s history rehearsed over and over again who God was and
what he had done for them. They read, recited, sang, chanted, and memorized their history.
Their dietary laws protected them from the diseases suffered by other nations, so even their
foods were reminders of God’s covenantal protection and provision. This culture-shaping
revelation from God gave Israel clear identity and purpose in the midst of the circumstances they
faced.The same is true for us. God has revealed himself to us in the Scriptures, telling us who
we are and why we were created. Scripture is our history. Creation, Fall, and Redemption are the
context for understanding life. Our children cannot understand why they are in this world, how
sin has affected them, and how redemption restores what sin has destroyed, apart from their
spiritual history.Imagine a counselor hearing a counselee’s life problems and then charging
ahead with advice, before asking questions to understand the background and circumstances of
the counselee’s life. The counsel given may have good content, but it will lack depth, and lasting
help will be elusive. The same is true when we instruct our children without giving them the
context of their history.The Scripture teaches us much about the world we live in. It teaches us
that God created the world. The Scripture teaches us about God’s people in the past and how
God’s redemptive promise of Genesis 3:15 has been unfolding over the centuries. But Scripture
teaches much more. Scripture is history that tells us about ourselves.This revelation isn’t just
about distant physical and spiritual relatives—it’s about each of us by name. Let that truth wash
over you with all its implications and power. Bathe our children in that truth. Otherwise, the
Bible’s prophecies, provisions, promises, and pronouncements will not motivate our speech and
behavior. And our children will treat the Bible like a news story.Here’s what I mean. We may feel
enthused by some act of heroism on the evening news and even remark how great it is to hear
that occasional acts of valor still break into this bleak world. But think of the family loyalty
inspired by personal attachment to the hero, and the pride and emulation it would engender. The
sad and hopeless plight of the starving in a distant land may stir our compassion and create in
us a purpose to respond some time by some means. But think of the restlessness and untiring
effort we would expend if it was a family member caught in famine or catastrophic



misfortune.What a difference perspective makes! The faith, hope, and confidence of heroes of
faith in the Bible and church history are born of personal identity with God’s revelation. They saw
themselves in God’s unfolding story. Christ’s glorious kingdom and the struggles of the unseen
world of spiritual reality must be as real and urgent to our children and us as the stories gossiped
about at our family reunions. The protagonists in the Bible narratives must be as accessible to
our minds and hearts as Grandma, Sister Sue, and Uncle Bill. Then who God is and what he has
done will be a significant element in our instruction and discipline! We must learn this first in our
own lives. David says in Psalm 34:8–11, “Taste and see that the LORD is good; blessed is the
man who takes refuge in him. Fear the LORD, you his saints, for those who fear him lack nothing.
The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who seek the LORD lack no good thing.” Then
teach it to our children. “Come, my children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the LORD.”
Scripture is not only about God’s people of old—it’s about us and our children. The Bible is our
family album.Do you want your children to be bold and courageous? Bring David the shepherd
boy to life, facing the lion and the bear as God’s preparation for defying Goliath. The story of
David is not only a Bible story. It is part of our children’s history because David is their older
brother in the faith. His courage is a model for our children’s courage and faith as they face their
battles.Let me briefly outline our history. The beginning of Genesis describes how God created
the universe. Then creation was spoiled by the Fall. Man’s only hope for redemption is through
God’s provision in his Son.The history books of the Bible underscore and illustrate our need for
a Savior. The narratives show God’s faithfulness to us. They remind us of the blessings and
curses of the covenant. They trace the genealogy of the promised Redeemer. They provide the
historical backdrop for the ministry of the prophets.The books of poetry chronicle vivid personal
experiences of knowing God in the context of life’s joys, sorrows, troubles, and afflictions. The
writers express the fear of the Lord while responding to life’s challenges. They contrast wisdom
and foolishness and furnish us with the powerful tools for receiving the Word of the Lord and
communicating it to our children.The books of prophecy pronounce judgment on Israel for
straying. Woven into the message of judgment is God’s plan for deliverance because of his
mercy. The prophets powerfully illustrate true repentance and restoration.The Gospels are
dramatic. The life of Christ unfolds all the promises, types, and shadows of the Old Testament
and demonstrates the authenticity of God’s revelation. He is powerful bringing all things to pass!
The Messiah comes in time and space to fulfill all righteousness.The Epistles interpret and apply
the ministry of the Redeemer promised in Genesis 3:15.Christ is the heart of the Scriptures. He
is there as the creative Word in Genesis, and as the exalted Savior in Revelation. Revelation 1
through 20 record God’s power in keeping the church safe through persecution. Chapters 21
and 22 prophesy God bringing everything to the glorious end of exalting Christ before the
nations, as he brings judgment on all created things and establishes his glorious and eternal
kingdom.We must show our children the vital connection between the powerful story of
redemption in the Scriptures and their daily experience. The instruction we give them will only
make sense in the context of the story of the Scriptures that tells them who they are and about



the God who made them and offers them redemption.You and your children live on the
continuum between creation and the new heavens and the new earth. Your experience of the
sensory world can only be understood and interpreted by its place in God’s redemptive history.
Only Scripture can make sense of your life experience. Humanism is hollow and unsatisfying in
light of biblical truth. Only God’s word can bring true comfort. Man’s sentimental words are like
Band-Aids on gaping wounds. Only the Bible holds lasting counsel that will not disappoint or turn
us out of his way. A primary goal in instruction must be to show your children who God is and
what he has done—to show them their story in the pages of Scripture. Make the Bible your
family album, not someone else’s story. The Bible is not about “them” and “then,” but “us” and
“now.”Teach Children to Develop Godly HabitsThe second goal is to teach our children to
develop habits of life that reflect truth. Early instruction results in patterns that are resistant to
change—whether good or bad! “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will
not turn from it” (Prov. 22:6).Young children hear and heed instruction that is graciously firm and
authoritative, but also fairly represents the boundaries the parents establish. When children live
without a clear, consistent presentation of biblical reality, their sinful nature will read and interpret
reality for them. Their hearts will cut a path that satisfies their lusts and desires to serve
themselves.Early instruction that interprets life experiences, and challenges heart attitudes and
responses with righteous words, prepares the soil of the heart for the plowing of the Holy Spirit.
Paul recognizes the power of this process in the life of Timothy. Timothy’s spiritual life was tied to
early training in the Scriptures described in 2 Timothy 1:5 and 3:14–15:I have been reminded of
your sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice and, I am
persuaded, now lives in you also. But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have
become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy
you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith
in Christ Jesus.The training qualities of Scripture are richly described in the familiar words of 2
Timothy 3:16–17. “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting
and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every
good work.”David’s devotion to God as a young man is understood as he describes the path of
purity, “How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word. I seek you
with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands. I have hidden your word in my heart
that I might not sin against you. Praise be to you, O LORD; teach me your decrees. With my lips I
recount all the laws that come from your mouth. I rejoice in following your statutes as one
rejoices in great riches. I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways. I delight in your
decrees; I will not neglect your word” (Ps. 119:9–16).You want your children to develop the habit
of prayer during times of temptation. Imagine a four-year-old who becomes angry with siblings
over every offense, real or imagined. You want to accomplish more than adjudicating the conflict
of the day. You want him to turn to God in prayer when he is tempted to be angry.Have this
conversation with him in the morning.“Today you may be tempted to be angry with your sister.
When you are tempted, I want you to come to Mommy and I will help you pray to God for grace.



God can help you when you are tempted to be angry.”If your young child can learn to come to
you to lead him to the throne of grace to find mercy and help in his time of need (Heb. 4:16), he
will learn how to go there himself in the years to come.Apply Scripture to Everyday LifeChildren
need instruction to apply Scripture to issues of authority, obedience, conflict resolution, and God-
given roles in relationships. Everyday life affords scores of opportunities to connect Scripture to
life—from lost book-bags to broken friendships and poor test grades. Scores of training
opportunities evaporate without notice as we hurry through our days thinking that devotional
time with our children is enough. Our responses to the circumstances and crises of everyday life
make our theology real.Bible stories glow with illustrations of children whose knowledge of
Scripture translated into obedient, bold action. David’s words to Saul sound naïve and childish in
the face of the Philistine army and the terrifying threats of Goliath, “Let no one lose heart on
account of this Philistine; your servant will go and fight him” (1 Sam. 17:32). But David’s spiritual
life and experience as a boy shepherd resounds with his right to speak. “But David said to Saul,
‘Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a
sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth . . . Your
servant has killed both the lion and the bear . . . The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the
lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine’” (1 Sam. 17:34–
37).David’s courageous speech to Saul and the ensuing challenge to Goliath did not spring from
foolhardy boyhood fantasy. David believed in God’s power and authority. The God who brought
Israel out of Egypt was the same God who delivered him from the bear and the lion. His
confidence came from facing the bear, crying out to God for help, and knowing God’s
deliverance. Saul looked at Goliath and Goliath looked big; God and his promises looked small.
David looked at Goliath and the Philistine horde with the history of Israel and his own dangerous
encounters looming in his mind. He applied what he knew to be true about God and his
promises. As a result, God looked big beside the finite and earthbound giant. “You come against
me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty,
the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day the LORD will hand you over to
me . . . All those gathered here will know that it is not by sword or spear that the LORD saves; for
the battle is the Lord’s, and he will give all of you into our hands” (1 Sam. 17:45–47).Recount for
your children the Bible stories of other young people who applied scriptural truth to the events in
their lives. Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego (Dan. 3); Daniel (Dan. 1:8-21; ch. 6); Esther; the little
servant girl in Naaman’s house (2 Kings 5:1-15); and Miriam, as she approached Pharaoh’s
daughter (Ex. 2)—all these young people had courage and conviction because of training in the
Scriptures. They applied the truth they had recited and sung about to the events in their lives,
and that truth dictated their choices.Model Spiritual Vitality for Our ChildrenThe surest way to
teach children to apply God’s truth to life’s circumstances is to model it for them. Parenting that
exhibits a vital relationship with God in all the joys and storms of life is irresistible to children and
young people. Conversely, the surest way to harden our children’s hearts to God and his ways is
“having a form of godliness but denying its power” (2 Tim. 3:5).Our homes are the laboratory of



life for our children. They will believe that Christian faith is the genuine article if we know God—
not just know about God. As children grow to young adulthood in our churches, they are
searching desperately for a faith that has the warmth and vitality of close relationship with the
living God, and the sure footing of sound doctrine that will stand the storms of life. Relationship
with God is the passionate assurance that the Sovereign God of the Bible can be known by his
people in all the experiences of life. Our relationship with God will beckon our children to draw
near to him as their source of comfort and rest.Grow into a Mature Relationship with Your
ChildrenStrive to grow into a mutual relationship of living and working together for Christ’s
kingdom. The Christian life is lived in a community. Throughout redemptive history God’s people
have witnessed God’s awesome deeds and gloried together in his protection and provision.
Future generations are also in view. We must have the same sense of expectation as we talk of
God’s faithfulness and provision for our physical family and our spiritual family—that we will work
together to proclaim Christ’s kingdom until he comes. Joshua declares this expectation in
chapter 24:15, “But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.”The same themes are
in the Psalms. Psalm 48:12–14 tells us, “Walk about Zion, go around her, count her towers,
consider well her ramparts, view her citadels, that you may tell of them to the next generation.
For this God is our God for ever and ever; he will be our guide even to the end.”Psalm 78:3–7
reminds us, “What our fathers have told us. We will not hide them from their children; we will tell
the next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, his power, and the wonders he has
done. He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he commanded our
forefathers to teach their children, so the next generation would know them, even the children
yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. Then they would put their trust in God
and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands.”In the next chapter we will
examine the primary template in the Bible for understanding this calling—Deuteronomy
6.CHAPTER 3The Call to Formative InstructionWe were on a family vacation in California. My
four-year-old son and I were in a boat going through Disneyland’s “Pirates of the Caribbean”
amusement ride. As bombs appeared to be exploding and water was splashing all around us, he
turned to me and asked, “Daddy, is this real or is this pretend?” He was doing a reality check. “If
this is real I’m going to be scared to death. If it is just pretend, I can relax and enjoy the
ride.”Interpreting reality for our children is important. The call to formative instruction is a call to
provide our children with a grid for interpreting and responding to reality.Definition of Formative
InstructionFormative instruction is teaching that “forms” our children. It enables them to root life
in God’s revelation in the Bible. It provides a culture for our children, a culture that is distinctly
Christian. It shows our children the glory and excellence of God. It helps them understand the
dignity of mankind as God’s image bearers. It provides a way of interpreting life through the
redemptive story of God, who reconciles people to himself.Formative instruction is “before the
problem” instruction. Its focus is interpreting and responding to life in biblical ways. It is both
planned and unplanned. Family worship, for example, is planned to bring rich biblical truth to our
children. But there are also many unplanned opportunities for formative instruction in the ebb



and flow of daily living. As life catches us unexpectedly, our responses are formative instruction
for our children. Our faith in God in the face of trials, our love and compassion for others, our
forgiving and kind spirit, our confidence in the power of the gospel, our hope in grace—all
breathe life into our formative instruction.CHAPTER 3The Call to Formative InstructionWe were
on a family vacation in California. My four-year-old son and I were in a boat going through
Disneyland’s “Pirates of the Caribbean” amusement ride. As bombs appeared to be exploding
and water was splashing all around us, he turned to me and asked, “Daddy, is this real or is this
pretend?” He was doing a reality check. “If this is real I’m going to be scared to death. If it is just
pretend, I can relax and enjoy the ride.”Interpreting reality for our children is important. The call
to formative instruction is a call to provide our children with a grid for interpreting and responding
to reality.Definition of Formative InstructionFormative instruction is teaching that “forms” our
children. It enables them to root life in God’s revelation in the Bible. It provides a culture for our
children, a culture that is distinctly Christian. It shows our children the glory and excellence of
God. It helps them understand the dignity of mankind as God’s image bearers. It provides a way
of interpreting life through the redemptive story of God, who reconciles people to
himself.Formative instruction is “before the problem” instruction. Its focus is interpreting and
responding to life in biblical ways. It is both planned and unplanned. Family worship, for example,
is planned to bring rich biblical truth to our children. But there are also many unplanned
opportunities for formative instruction in the ebb and flow of daily living. As life catches us
unexpectedly, our responses are formative instruction for our children. Our faith in God in the
face of trials, our love and compassion for others, our forgiving and kind spirit, our confidence in
the power of the gospel, our hope in grace—all breathe life into our formative instruction.
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Maria, “Excelente libro. Excelente libro para la edificación de la vida de nuestros hijos.”

Joy Heim, “Absolute must for parents. Tedd Tripp is an absolute must for parents. This is a
perfect addition to Shepherding a Child’s Heart.”

Dr. Bob Stouffer, “An Excellent Analysis on the Why of Children's Behavior, Correction, Reaping,
and Sowing!. INSTRUCTING A CHILD'S HEART excited my soul with a biblical vision for
effectively discipling children and adolescents! Trained in secular universities in earning a B.S.,
M.A., and Ph.D., I was steeped in the beliefs of "behaviorism." Run a maze, earn a prize.
Positive and negative reinforcements moved schoolchildren through "successful
approximations" of the "desired behaviors." Ring a bell to condition a response. I actually
worked in a college office/classroom complex which always made me think about those mazes,
dead-ends, and guinea pigs So how refreshing it was to read INSTRUCTING A CHILD'S
HEART, which calls the reader to better understand the roots and hearts of of children's
behaviors. All of us -- children and adults alike -- reap what we sow, and we must better
understand WHY we do WHAT we do. This book helps the reader do just that. I was so
impressed with the book that I bought another Tripp book, and I plan to give both of my
daughters, parents themselves, with one or both of the books!”

MarkJ, “Excellent Companion to the Shepherding a Child's Heart Books. Tedd Tripp is an
excellent writer and biblically based. We gave this book, along with Shepherding a Child's Hart
and Shepherding a Child's Heart: parent's Handbook to our son and daughter-in-law as one of
our gifts at the birth of their first child. Have done something similar at child-parent dedications at
church too. Definitely an excellent set of books for parents to give them extra insights, wisdom,
and direction in raising their children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord while being
cognizant that (1) children are children and (2) character development, not just living by rules.”

Sandee, “Changing Momma..... I have the audio version of this book, and have been listening to
it (read by the authors, by the way. It is a blessing to hear them read their own words with
passion.)... It is not just giving me the inspiration and focus to instruct my children, it is changing
my heart as well.I feel so strongly about it, I would say, if there is only ONE book you could buy
on raising your children, this would be it. I have 4 children, 12,11, 10 and 7...and my eyes are
now wide open to things that need to be undone from the past, the challenges of our current
interactions, and the blessing and honor of the task I have ahead of me...for the last half of their
childhoods.Truly a blessing.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Learn to train the heart, not the behavior!. Besides Shepherding a
Child's Heart, this is the best book we've ever read. I can't say enough about how helpful these



books have been to our family. There is peace in our home, and our children have benefited
greatly through intentional, faithful (yet flawed at times) discipline and instruction. We gift these
books to almost every new parent we know! Besides the Bible, these are our go-to parenting
books.  We also love Ginger Plowman's book "Don't Make Me Count to Three".”

misty cook, “I love this book because it is very informative. I love this book because it is very
informative. You can order the DVD's and study guide. We have done Shepherding a Child's
Heart years ago and we are now doing this study with our church. I think parents should do both
studies as Shepherding is more specific to problem solution and Instructing is more of big
picture little picture. Both emphasize the gospel as a must for real change.”

erikadawn, “Love the clear explanations and instruction. This book is amazing! A great sequel to
Shepherding A Child's Heart. The author goes into great detail explaining methods of discipline
that are clearly outlined in God's Word. Tripp opened my eyes to correct and incorrect forms of
discipline with an emphasis on instructing by using teachable moments. I learned what I was
doing wrong and how to fix it. He illustrates imperative conversations that must take place in the
home by giving clear explanations. Very important for parents to read and implement the
instructions in this book.”

Katerina I., “Great book. Great book!”

J, “excellent parenting book. Excellent book! I have read other Christian parenting books which
were a total waste of time...no usable information. This book however was the complete
opposite.  This book I believe will be useful to everyone who takes the time to read through it.”

Sigi, “Gets to the "heart" of the matter!. Excellent resource for raising children in a God-honoring
way. Tedd and Margy Tripp recognize that good behavior follows a changed heart...this book is
packed with wise and loving instruction based on God's Word, the Bible.”

johnsa, “... a study group I am sure that I am amazed at its applicability to parenting. After
walking through this book with a study group I am sure that I am amazed at its applicability to
parenting.”

The book by Downs Downs has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 225 people have provided feedback.
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